American Horror Story
The asylum in contemporary American visual culture offers a site of representation that is rich in possibilities for cultural and social comment, using an image of madness 1 that plays with modern-day conceptions of mental illness to connote and critique contemporary social insecurities and fears. Although the asylum fell out of favour, due in part to negative connotations and a restructuring of in-patient care in the latter half of the twentieth centurysuch institutions are more commonly referred to as psychiatric hospitals or (sometimes) the euphemistic "residential assessment units" -the term persists in common parlance, and the physical space is a frequent location in horror and other fictional stories. The fictional asylum provides a theatrical location onto which the contemporary idea of madness can be imprinted and into which a cast of characters can be placed so as to re-enact our fears and misconceptions. American Horror Story: Asylum (henceforth AHSA) is one such popular offering. As with many recent television series, AHSA engages in a high degree of cultural and historical reference. The meshing of a rich selection of historically-inspired characters and locations, allusions to both popular culture and reportage and common cultural tropes creates a postmodern pastiche; the viewer is invited to locate themselves within these "recognisable" aspects and the largely fantastical narrative using these touchstones. However, this is complicated by the uncanny nature of the representations at play. Sigmund Freud's 1919 essay 'The Uncanny' discusses the unique nature of a type of terror that is at once familiar and unfamiliar, destabilizing and dreamlike. In AHSA, the series' heavy use of intertextuality exaggerates the already uncanny nature of the asylum and emphasizes both the seeming universality of certain images of horror and fear and also that the series is not just a reflection of reality, but is actively constructing it through the composition of elements. the grimness of the asylum and its abuses, and a negative, bleak version of Catholicism that is rife in cinematic presentations. In the case of Briarcliff, this cinematic Catholicism is represented by forced penance and religious abuse, adding an additional layer of horror.
As is often the case in asylum narratives, those in charge greatly abuse their power.
Briarcliff's Medical Superintendent Dr. Arden is a former Nazi scientist and SS Officer, unambiguously based on Dr. Mengele, who performs gruesome experiments on patients in an attempt to create immortality. (Instead, he creates hideous monsters that survive on raw human flesh.) In the twenty-first century, the threat of Nazi experimentation is echoed in fear of unregulated biomedical experimentation involving human subjects. Indeed, medical (and pseudo-medical) torture has remained a constant in horror films and television, because torture is a contemporary threat to many. As Beth Kattelman notes, depictions of extreme violence ('torture porn') have become increasingly common in American cinema and television since the September 11, 2001, attacks, signalling a shift in collective consciousness similar to the social response to America's involvement in Vietnam: "We are once again in a period of great societal stress (5)." According to Kattelman, 'the current spate of extreme films has become popular because they reflect and refract America's fears' (8).
The case of quintessential torture porn film Hostel depicts "the xenophobia that is currently rampant in the United States; it fosters a misanthropic view of the world (7)." These are genuine issues rendered onscreen in a festival of gore. AHSA can easily be added to the list of torture porn productions. Though not strictly a programme in the torture porn genre, it contains similar graphic depictions of extreme violence.
A Very Brief History of the Asylum
Mental hospitals are by no means a recent phenomenon. The first hospitals were opened in the Middle East in the ninth and tenth centuries; Ahmad Ibn Tulun is credited with building a hospital in Cairo that cared for the insane population and treated them with a variety of treatments, including music therapy (Koenig 29) . The West took considerably longer to begin to make specific arrangements for the care of mad patients but it has been noted by Roy
Porter (2002) that, during the medieval period, such patients were variously cared for in monasteries and alms-houses (12). Some towns had buildings to house mad people (in Germany they were referred to as 'Narrentürme' or 'fools' towers'), but these buildings provided only lodging and not care. patients. 3 Whether these treatments are less cruel than previous attempts is debated by some.
In the twenty-first century, the days of the asylum are largely over -at least in the US and the majority of Europe -and instead, patients are cared for increasingly within the community.
Many now-abandoned asylums sit empty across the United States, remaining sites of fascination and horror. This article is interested in why this fascination and horror remains and what it means for contemporary culture.
Keeping the Asylum Alive
Despite their fall from favor in medical circles, the idea of the asylum as a site of madness is alive and well in the popular imagination. Additionally, there are many films that, while not primarily concerned with the idea of the asylum, do use it as a plot location to some degree. AHSA is aware of its place within this catalogue, a fact that is made most obvious in the last episode, which refers to Briarcliff as a 'snake pit' on three occasions. This is a dual reference. On the one hand, it alludes to the Bridgewater's treatment of its charges during the 1950s has been well documented.
Patients were kept chained to walls, naked in solitary confinement for decades, harassed by guards, and deprived of adequate treatment. Some were admitted to the maximum security institution for crimes no worse than urinating in public.
Patients in such institutions were subject to both therapeutic and non-therapeutic experimentation. Revelations of these and other transgressions at state psychiatric hospitals led to their wholesale abandonment in the second half of the 20th century, an exodus that has arguably left some patients who once roamed their halls worse off , untreated and on the streets or in prisons. Freud's suggestion that madness is uncanny, because it mimics basic functioning but with an overwhelmingly unnatural affect. Most of the patients in asylum film and television do not suffer from commonplace mental conditions (depression, bipolar disorder or eating disorders, for example) but cover the entire spectrum of unusual behaviours, including breast milk obsession, compulsive masturbation, and coprophilia. Though it is easy to suggest that this is for shock value and visual effect, there is more at play here: each of these behaviours has at its root something normal and healthy (breastfeeding, sexual engagement, eating, and defecating), but these activities become abnormal in the afflicted patient. The healthy action is made uncanny in the way it is expressed.
Furthermore, there is a typically monstrous and animalistic quality to filmic and televisual representations of asylum patients. In his famed study Madness and Civilization Viewers of any recent asylum film or television program will notice that there are many similarities in the setting. Invariably, the asylum will be a labyrinthine mess of grey, dreary tunnels and cells, with bars and barricades at regular points. The patients will wear drab, shapeless clothing and appear unkempt at best, filthy at worst. Great emphasis is put on heavy locked doors, restraints and barred windows. Any garden will be either uncannily 
Monstrous Women and Corrupted Virgins
If the asylum is no longer a very real possibility then we find a way to represent our fears through asylums set in the 1960s. In AHSA, it is through representations of sexuality and sexual repression that contemporary fears are considered. Two patients (Lana and Shelley) are detained because of how they express their sexuality. Lana is in a lesbian relationship with Wendy, a schoolteacher. After being caught sneaking into the hospital, Lana is forcibly detained and Wendy is coerced into signing over her care to the asylum. Her threats to expose the abuses of the asylum make her particularly dangerous to the governing body, and it controls Lana through her sexuality that Lana. In one scene, she attempts aversion therapy under the guidance of Dr Thredson ('I am Anne Frank Part 1'). He pumps her with an emetic drug while making her view images of naked women; she vomits constantly into a bucket, sweating profusely. The final image is of Wendy, evidently a private photograph from the women's relationship. The scene is painful to watch, especially as we consider that aversion therapy is not effective and yet is still performed today. 7 As the scene progresses, Dr
Thredson brings in a young, effeminate man and tells Lana that she must 'regard his physique', before commanding her to masturbate while looking at his genitals. She tries, before vomiting copiously again. What is most horrifying about this scene is not so much the uncomfortable sense of voyeurism at watching Lana's uneasy masturbation, nor even the numerous vomiting spells -it is the dogged determination with which she attempts to 'cure herself' of her 'sickness'. For the viewer, this reinforces the notion that this asylum is both abusing its power as a closed institution with total control over its charges and that the criteria to become a patient is not as rigid as we may wish. As twenty-first century viewers, who are used to a more liberal view of homosexuality, Lana's incarceration is horrifying to begin with. 8 The treatment she must endure to apparently rid herself of her sexual expression is doubly horrifying.
Of all of the unfortunate patients at Briarcliff, it is Shelley, a 'nymphomaniac' who faces the grimmest punishment. She narrates her own story:
Ever since I was five years old and I slipped my fingers inside for the very first time. I could do it all day. My mother made me wear mittens to bed. Because she didn't understand me. So I ran away from home, met some jazz musicians, real free thinkers. I fell in love with the bass player. Mistake. As soon as he put a ring on my finger, I was his property. He could screw every Betty in town, and I had to stay home and scrub his dirty drawers. So come fleet week, he gets home and finds me in bed with two Navy guys. And I told him, "It's not for self, but for country". He decked me flat out, threw me in the car and locked me in the nuthouse. And the sickest part is they let him. Because I like sex. That's my crime.
('Tricks and Treats')
As she is keen to declare, if she were a man there would be no problem, because men are allowed to express themselves sexually and receive no censure. This is a contemporary issue that appears constantly in the news, as society places constraints on women's sexual agency with no equal constraint for men. That Shelley is not only incarcerated but also tortured and mutilated for so benign a crime as being fond of sex represents the fear of women's sexuality.
She appears to be a quintessential female victim of masculine dominance; she is raped and abused, before finally being smothered in a bizarre mercy killing by the monsignor ('The
Origins of Monstrosity'). However, she is more than that -she is monstrous. In her book The Monstrous Feminine, Barbara Creed states that, in horror films, "as with other stereotypes of the feminine, from virgin to whore, [woman] is defined in terms of her sexuality (3)."
Shelley's embracing of her own sexuality removes her from the control of men and, as such, measures have to be taken to 're-control' her: 'When woman is presented as monstrous it is almost always in relation to her mothering and reproductive functions' (7). Shelley is monstrous in the eyes of man by her 'uncontrolled' sexuality. Ironically, it is when she refuses the advances of Dr Arden that she is made truly monstrous. After resisting him and laughing at his penile abnormality, Arden retaliates by amputating Shelley's legs and injecting her with pathogens, causing hideous boils and mutations ('Nor'easter'). Julia Shelley's monstrousness, tied originally to her sexuality, creates her as abject, further attested to in her final, boil-encrusted, monstrous form.
Both Lana and Shelley are monstrous because of their sexuality, which reconfigures sex as an act of female power. It is entirely accurate that these would have been reason enough to confine someone in the 1960s, but, of course, this would not happen today.
However, the legislation of sexuality does still occur and is a daily reality for a large proportion of the population. Thus, in their persecution and incarceration, Shelley and Lana become microcosmic representations of the constraints put on women by contemporary society. They are made monstrous by social control but the true horror of these characters is in their sanity. These women are both eloquent and strong. There is no reason at all for them to be in the asylum; they are merely inconvenient. A patient in an asylum claiming to be sane is unlikely to be taken seriously, even if it is entirely true. This is the situation that Lana and Shelley find themselves in, and this is the central horror of this genre: it could be us. In AHSA, Briarcliff is a site of madness, not simply because it contains madness but because it creates it.
AHSA blends elements of Catholic horror and madness. In the second episode, 'Tricks holding it low so she must stoop to nibble at it timidly. After her possession, she remembers this event with a sneer, mocking the purity that Arden holds in such high esteem.
Her displays of sexual aggression come to a head when she rapes Monsignor Howard in the tenth episode ('The Name Game'). He prays for strength to cast out the demon but she disrupts proceedings. Having been recently nailed to a crucifix by an escaped killer, Howard is not strong enough to fight her off. As he is a priest, her attack is not only a sexual violation but a spiritual one. However, what is more horrifying here is not the fact that both characters have taken a vow of chastity but that the woman is the rapist. There are not many studies into female rapists and statistics are not easy to come by. This is not necessarily to say that women do not rape, but that they are less likely to do so. It is also far more likely that a male victim will remain silent, especially if the perpetrator was a woman. This is not helped by the persistent myth that women cannot rape men. It is this myth, which grows from an essentialist belief that women are sexually submissive and lack the physical strength to dominate a man, which imbues the rape scene with much of its horror. This woman has
broken free from what is expected of her sexually and is committing a crime that is usually considered a male crime. Her aggression is both against her gender and against her vows. Her sexual voraciousness and aggression make her monstrous because she becomes a danger to men. Sister Mary Eunice has only ever existed at the extremes of the scale: either she is the painfully timid little girl who fears everything and has to be coerced into eating a candy apple, or she is the sexual aggressor who manipulates men with her body and will take by force what she wants.
In American Horror Story, the asylum is a theatre of madness, in which the mad are not only contained but created. Those who society deems to be 'inconvenient' are labelled 'insane'
and stripped of their rights and personal autonomy. To be considered mad is to be considered unable to take care of oneself in all aspects of life, and so the label is incredibly useful for the control of the individual. After all, it is infuriatingly difficult to prove one is not insane to a group who are want to believe otherwise. The asylum in horror television and film becomes a microcosmic representation of contemporary concerns. In the case of American Horror Story, a social concern with sexual repression and control is most evident. Using three diverse characters, social fears are acted out. What is most interesting in these characters is their endings -only one of the three is given a 'happy ending'. Lana, the lesbian reporter, is able to leave the hospital and embark on a successful career in investigative journalism, culminating in an award at the Kennedy Centre. In the last episode, after giving an interview prior to receiving her award, her son (the result of being raped by Thredson) appears in her apartment ('Madness Ends'). Aware that he means to kill her for denying his existence, Lana kills him first. In this act, she reiterates her position as monstrous woman: originally, it was her homosexuality that made her thus but in killing her own child, but now she takes on a new level of monstrousness by going against all maternal instinct to act for her own safety instead of that of her offspring.
For Sister Mary Eunice and Shelley, the ending is not so pleasant. Both women are killed by the same man. In this respect, Monsignor Howard represents the ultimate in male sexual repression -not only does his role as priest mark him as celibate but also makes him part of a wider repressive organisation that seeks to control and mandate against female sexual agency. 10 Shelley is forced to conform to a narrow image of female sexuality, being labelled mad to ensure she is coercible, before being tortured and murdered when she does not. Sister Mary Eunice is violently thrown to her death to rid her of the demon that possessed her and turned her into a sexual aggressor ('The Name Game'). In AHSA, violence is acceptable when it is being used to control wayward women. What contemporary viewers see in these character depictions are examples of sexual behaviour that are deemed abhorrent and punished. The perpetrator is given a label that separates them from society and then they are tortured, sometimes to death. Female sexual agency can be seen by some to undermine the dominance of men and the patriarchal structure of 'normal' relationships. In the twentyfirst century western society, where such issues of gender equality and freedom are central to many socio-political debates, AHSA shows us what we fear the most, doing so in a genre that is capable of recreating fears in visceral ways and using a location that inspires dread -the dark, gothic corridors of a lunatic asylum. 
